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(57) ABSTRACT

The present invention relates to a device and detector for
monitoring a plurality of discrete fluorescence signals, in
particular for DNA sequencing by use of fluorescently
labeled nucleotides. The particular detector (118) is proposed
comprising a plurality of pixels (130) for individually detect-
ing said fluorescence signals from the plurality of fluorescent
signal sources (104), wherein each pixel (130) comprises a
predetermined number of at least two detection elements (D1,
Dn) for detecting a received fluorescent signal and for gener-
ating detection signals. Further, a signal conversion circuit
(140) is provide for receiving said detection signals from said
at least two detection elements (D1, Dn) and for generating a
pixel output signal indicating which of said at least two detec-
tion elements (D1, Dn) generated the strongest detection sig-
nal.
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1
DEVICE FOR MONITORING A PLURALITY
OF DISCRETE FLUORESCENCE SIGNALS

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to a device for monitoring a
plurality of discrete fluorescence signals, in particular for
DNA sequencing by use of fluorescently labeled nucleotides.

The present invention relates further to a detector for
detecting fluorescence signals from a plurality of fluores-
cence signal sources for use in such a device for monitoring a
plurality of discrete fluorescent signals.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

DNA (deoxyribonucleic acid) sequencing has been known
for many years. The basic concept of identifying the building
blocks of the nucleic acid, containing genetic instructions
used in the development and functioning of all known living
organisms, has been extended from the discovery of codes to
the desire to use genetic information to tackle disease.

The main role of DNA molecules is the long term storage
of information. Among other functions, it contains instruc-
tions needed for construction of components of cells, in seg-
ments referred to as genes. Chemically, DNA consists of two
long polymers of simple units called nucleotides, the two
strands running in opposite directions to each other. Back-
bones between the two strands are made of sugars and phos-
phate groups joined by ester bonds. Attached to each sugar is
one of four types of molecules called bases, of type A, C, G or
T. It is the sequence of these four bases along the backbone
which encodes information. By identification of these bases
and their sequence, much information can be derived.

Many of the new techniques rely on fluorescent imaging
for identification of the bases, known as base calling. A fluo-
rescent moiety is attached to one particular kind of base. The
fluorescence in the nucleotide is effected by absorption of
light at known wavelength. The fluorescence occurs at
another, slightly different, known wavelength. Detection of
the fluoresced light indicates the presence of a particular base.
Single color fluorescent systems exist wherein different fluids
comprising sequencing reagents are washed over a sample in
succession and fluorescence indicates the presence of differ-
ent DNA bases in the DNA sample. Another fluorescent
imaging technique is known as four color fluorescence as four
different wavelengths of light are used, thereby permitting
four types of nucleotide (needed for sequencing reactions) to
be present in the sequencing device at the same time. Thus
fluid exchanges in the device (which are very slow) can be
reduced or kept to a minimum.

Methods and systems for analyzing fluorescent materials
relying on fluorescence imaging for base calling are
described by Pacific Biosciences, in particular in Pacific Bio-
sciences technology backgrounder “Pacific Biosciences
develops transformative DNA sequencing technology”, Feb.
2,2008, and in their patent applications WO 2008/140758 A1
and WO 2009/089056 Al. Light emitted by fluorophores is
collected by a high numerical aperture objective lens and
brought to a focus on a single-photon sensitive CCD array.
Before reaching the array, the light passes through a prism
dispersive element that deflects the fluorescent light accord-
ing to its color, creating an individual rainbow for each zero
mode waveguide. This allows the position of the deflective
light to encode the identity of the base that produced the
signal. In this way a single high-sensitive detector can be used
to both identify and discriminate the pulses according to the
position they strike the CCD array. This process is repeated
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thousands of times over the area of the CCD array, enabling
the DNA sequence to be read in real time in each zero mode
waveguide across the entire single-molecule real time chip.
An optimized set of algorithms is used to translate the infor-
mation that is captured by the optics system. Using the
recorded spectral information and pulse characteristics, sig-
nals are converted into base calls with associated quality
metrics.

However, there are also limitations with this technology,
mainly based due to the kind of detector that is used. With the
EMCCD (Electron Multiplying Charge Coupled Device)
detector that is used high field rates can only be attained when
the number of pixels is small. In practice, however, a large
number of pixels is required to read out very high numbers of
sequencing sites, e.g. one million of sequencing sites or more.
Further, a high field rate is required to keep up with reaction
rates, which can be expected to increase in the future to 1 kHz.
Such performance is well beyond the capabilities of the CCD
technology.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

It is an object of the present invention to provide a device
for monitoring a plurality of discrete fluorescence signals that
is improved compared to the known devices and which par-
ticularly enables to the simultaneously read out a large num-
ber of pixels at a higher field rate. It is a further object of the
present invention to provide a corresponding detector for use
in such a device.

In a first aspect of the present invention a device for moni-
toring a plurality of discrete fluorescence signals is provided,
in particular for DNA sequencing by use of fluorescently
labeled nucleotides, comprising:

a substrate having a plurality of discrete fluorescent signal

sources disposed thereon;

an excitation illumination source;

a detector for detecting fluorescent signals from the plural-

ity of fluorescent signal sources; and

an optical train positioned to simultaneously direct excita-

tion illumination from the excitation illumination source

to said plurality of discrete fluorescent signal sources on

the substrate, and to direct fluorescent signals from the

plurality of fluorescent signal sources to the detector,
wherein said detector comprises

a plurality of pixels for individually detecting said fluores-

cent signals from the plurality of fluorescent signal
sources, each pixel comprising a predetermined number
of at least two detection elements for detecting a
received fluorescent signal and for generating detection
signals and

a signal conversion circuit for receiving said detection

signals from said at least two detection elements and for
generating a pixel output signal indicating which of said
at least two detection elements generated the strongest
detection signal.

Ina further aspect of the present invention a detector for use
in such a device is provided, said detector comprising

a plurality of pixels for individually detecting said fluores-

cence signals from the plurality of fluorescence signal
sources, each pixel comprising a predetermined number
of at least two detection elements for detecting a
received fluorescent signal and for generating detection
signals and

a signal conversion circuit for receiving said detection

signals from said at least two detection elements and for
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generating a pixel output signal indicating which of said
at least two detection elements generated the strongest
detection signal.

Preferred embodiments of the invention are defined in the
dependent claims. It shall be understood that the claimed
detector has similar and/or identical preferred embodiments
as the claimed device and as defined in the dependent claims.

The present invention is based on the idea to generally
apply the same system layout as proposed by Pacific Bio-
sciences, in particular comprising a substrate, an excitation
illumination source, a detector and an optical train, and to use
the dispersion based method for fluorescence detection, butto
use a different detector to enable a large number of pixels to
be read out at high field rates. The known dispersion method
of determining base incorporation into DNA requires, for
instance, approximately 15 detection elements (e.g. photo-
diodes) of the CCD array. To enable separation between the
sequencing reactions a minimal CCD area of about 16x4
detection elements would be required. According to the
present invention, instead of reading out all 64 (or at least 15)
analog values from the detection elements representing one
pixel of the detector, a single pixel output signal is generated
that represents the incorporated base.

In particular, according to the present invention a signal
conversion circuit is provided to which the detection signals
from a number of detection elements representing a single
pixel and receiving a fluorescence signal from a single fluo-
rescent signal source are provided, which signal conversion
circuit then converts said number of detection signals into
said single pixel output signal. Said pixel output signal is
generated from the input detection signals such that it indi-
cates which of the at least two detection elements that are
coupled to the single signal conversion circuit generated the
strongest detection signal.

Hence, the position of the detection element that generated
the strongest detection signal within a pixel is known which
inherently incorporates the information about the identity of
the fluorescent signal source. For instance, ifapplied for DNA
sequencing by use of fluorescently labeled nucleotides the
identity of the base that produced the fluorescent signal is
included in the pixel output signal since the position of the
detection element that generated the strongest detection sig-
nal correlates with the fluorescent label and, hence, with the
base since the various types of bases (A, G, C, T) are differ-
ently labeled.

Since according to the present invention only a single value
is to be read out from each pixel rather than, for instance, 15
or more values as in the known devices, the readout rate can
be massively enhanced which enables the sequencing reac-
tions to occur more rapidly, e.g. by increased concentrations
of nucleotides and higher temperatures, and more reactions
could be performed in parallel. This strongly improves the
throughput of the device and enables whole genome and gene
re-sequencing applications to be performed very rapidly.

Particularly for use in DNA sequencing each pixel com-
prises preferably at least four, in particular between eight and
sixteen, detection elements to get a higher resolution and
accuracy for the detection of which base caused the fluores-
cent signal. The number of detection elements, e.g. photo-
diodes within a CCD array, can also be higher depending on
the desired resolution and accuracy.

Preferably, the signal conversion circuit is adapted for gen-
erating a digital pixel output signal which can be easily and
quickly read out. Preferably if the plurality of pixels is
arranged as an array along columns and rows, as proposed
according to a further embodiment, the detector further com-
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prises addressing and readout means for individually address-
ing and reading out said pixel output signals from said pixels.

The use of a digital pixel output signal is preferred. Such an
array structure is, for instance, known from semiconductor
memory devices, and similar row and column addressing and
read out means known from semiconductor memory technol-
ogy can be applied here. For instance, the digital pixel output
signal can be a binary 4-bit signal, said 4 bits encoding the
position of the detection element (of 16 detection elements of
a pixel) having the strongest detection signal.

The present invention preferably uses CMOS technology
by which the signal conversion circuit can be advantageously
implemented on a detector. For individually addressing each
detection element a selection switch is preferably provided
for each detection element, which is particularly realized by a
N-type MOSFET transistor, wherein said selection switch
can be switched on and off by use of a selection switch
addressing signal for enabling the forwarding of the output
signal generated by the associated detection element to the
associated signal conversion circuit. During the detection this
selection switch is generally switched off, but at the end of the
detection period the selection switches for all detection ele-
ments of a pixel are switched on so that the detection signals
of all detection elements of a pixel are simultaneously pro-
vided to the signal conversion circuit for further processing
and finding which detection element generated the strongest
detection signal and generating a corresponding pixel output
signal.

According to another embodiment the addressing and
readout means comprises a reset switch for each detection
element, in particular a N-type MOSFET transistor, which
can be switched on and off by use of areset signal for resetting
the detection element after each detection period.

According to still another embodiment an addressing and
readout means comprises a voltage-to-current conversion ele-
ment for each detection element for converting the detection
signal of said detection element into a detection current sig-
nal. Said voltage-to-current conversion element is preferably
realized by a P-type MOSFET transistor whose gate is
coupled to the output of the associated detection element.
Hence, the detection signal outputted from the detection ele-
ment controls the voltage-to-current conversion element
which outputs more current if the detection element
increases. This provides a simple but effective way of imple-
menting the voltage-to-current conversion.

For generating the pixel output signal from the inputted
detection signals the signal conversion circuit preferably
comprises a winner take all circuit. Such winner take all
circuits are generally known in the art, for instance from
Moses et al., “A “winner take all” IC for Determining the
Crystal Interaction in PIT Detectors”, IEEE Trans. Nuclear
Science, vol. 43, pp. 1615, 1996 or Oki, N., “Winner-Take-
All Circuit Using CMOS Technology”, Circuits and Systems,
1998, Proceedings, 1998, Midwest Symposium on Volume,
issue 9-12 Aug. 1998, pp. 568-570. Various embodiments of
such a winner take all circuit exist which can generally all be
applied here for signal conversion. Such a circuit receives in
parallel the detection signals from all coupled detection ele-
ments of a single pixel and has a corresponding number of
intermediate output lines, i.e. one intermediate output line for
each detection element. However, such a winner take all
circuit is adapted such that due to a chain reaction only on one
single intermediate output line a high signal output, in par-
ticular a high current, is obtained which corresponds to the
detection signal that emitted the strongest detection signal,
whereas on the other intermediate output lines a low output
signal, in particular a small output current, is detected. These
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intermediate output lines are coupled to acommon output line
which is read out, for instance sequentially or in parallel, to
obtain the desired, preferably digital, pixel output signal.

According to a preferred embodiment the winner take all
circuit comprises, for each connected detection element,

a first N-type MOSFET transistor, whose drain terminal is
provided with the a detector current signal representing
the detection signal detected by said detection element,
whose source terminal is coupled to a reference poten-
tial, in particular ground potential, and whose gate ter-
minal is provided with a predetermined bias current, and

a second N-type MOSFET transistor, whose gate terminal
is coupled to the drain terminal of the first N-type MOS-
FET transistor, whose source terminal is coupled to the
gate terminal of the first N-type MOSFET transistor and
is provided with said predetermined bias current and
whose drain terminal is outputting a detector element
output signal.

The winner take all circuits can either be arranged external
to the area of the plurality of pixels or within the area of the
plurality of pixels, in particular in the area of the associated
pixels. But it is also possible that there are for each pixel two
winner take all circuits, wherein a first winner take all circuit
is arranged external to the area of the plurality of pixels and a
second winner take all circuit is arranged within the area of
the plurality of pixels (130), in particular in the area of the
associated pixels.

As mentioned above the general layout of the device can be
as described by

Pacific Biosciences as regards the excitation illumination
source, the substrate having a plurality of discrete fluores-
cence signal sources disposed thereon and the optical train.
Hence, according to a preferred embodiment the optical train
comprises an objective lens focused in a first focal plane at the
substrate, for simultaneously collecting fluorescent signals
from the plurality of fluorescent signal sources on the sub-
strate, a spectral separation means for spatially separating
spectral components of the fluorescence signals, and a focus-
ing lens for receiving the spatially separated spectral compo-
nents of the fluorescent signals and focusing them onto the
detector.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

These and other aspects of the invention will be apparent
from and elucidated with reference to the embodiment(s)
described hereinafter. In the following drawings

FIG. 1 shows a schematic diagram of a fluorescence detec-
tion device according to the present invention,

FIG. 2 shows a diagram illustrating typical detection sig-
nals over time and corresponding spectra,

FIG. 3 illustrates a general layout of a detector according to
the present invention,

FIG. 4 shows a diagram illustrating more details of the
exemplary layout of the detector according to the present
invention,

FIG. 5A shows an embodiment of the circuitry of a single
pixel of a detector according to the present invention,

FIG. 5B shows an embodiment of the circuitry of a winner
take all circuit according to the present invention,

FIG. 6 shows another embodiment of the circuitry of a
single pixel including a winner take all circuit according to
the present invention, and

FIG. 7 shows another embodiment of the circuitry of a
single pixel including a winner take all circuit coupled to an
external winner take all circuit according to the present inven-
tion.

30

40

45

60

6
DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION

For DNA sequencing various systems and methods are
known. In a particular exemplary system, individual DNA
polymerase/template/primer complexes, immobilized on a
solid support, are illuminated with excitation light while they
incorporate fluorescently labeled nucleotide analogs. Char-
acteristic fluorescent signals emanating from these individual
complexes indicate whether a given nucleotide is incorpo-
rated by the complex. In some methods, labeled nucleotides
are actually incorporated while still bearing the fluorescent
label group. Unincorporated labeled nucleotides are then
washed away from the immobilized complex and the com-
plex is illuminated and fluorescent signals monitored to deter-
mine the presence of an incorporated fluorescent nucleotide.
The fluorescent label is then removed from the incorporated
nucleotide and washed from the system. A second nucleotide
is contacted with the complex and its incorporation or lack
thereof, is monitored in the same fashion. In some aspects,
these systems employ a single type of nucleotide in each step,
requiring a cycled process of interrogating the complex with
each of the four types of nucleotides.

In another system, a polymerase/template/primer complex
is provided within a confined illumination volume that local-
izes the illumination to the area including a single complex
and not much more. As labeled nucleotides are incorporated
by the complex, they are retained within the illumination
volume for periods longer than the average diffusion time of
unincorporated nucleotides, thus giving a characteristic opti-
cal signal associated with that incorporation. Further, by
employing nucleotides that bear the fluorescent label on the
beta, gamma or more distal phosphate group of a nucleoside
polyphosphate, the label group is automatically cleaved dur-
ing incorporation. The result is that following the character-
istic incorporation fluorescent signal, the label group is
released to behave more like randomly diffusing nucleotides.
As a further result, one is able to monitor nucleotide incor-
porations in real time as they occur. By labeling each type of
nucleotide (e.g., A, G, C and T) with a spectrally distinguish-
able fluorescent label or dye and monitoring the reaction for
the different fluorescent signals, one can not only identify an
incorporation event, but also identify the type of nucleotide
incorporated.

An exemplary fluorescence detection device, in which the
present invention can be applied, is schematically illustrated
in FIG. 1. As shown, the device 100 includes one or more
excitation illumination sources, i.e., laser 106. The excitation
light from laser 106 is directed to a reaction region, e.g.,
reaction region or well 104 on substrate 102, by the optical
train 108. Although optical trains may vary depending upon
the desired application, as shown, the excitation beam from
laser 106 is directed at and reflected by a dichroic mirror 110,
and passed into objective lens 112, which focuses the excita-
tion beam onto the reaction region/well 104 of substrate 102.
Fluorescent signals emitted from the reaction regions in
response to the excitation beam are then collected by objec-
tive lens 112, and, by virtue of their shifted wavelength rela-
tive to the excitation beam, are transmitted through dichroic
mirror 110. The fluorescent signal is then focused by focusing
lens 116 onto a detector 118, which registers the incident
signal thereon.

As shown, the fluorescent signal may also be subjected to
spectral separation to separate out spectrally different signal
components that emanate from different reactions or different
events in the same reaction. As shown, spectral separation is
accomplished by passing the fluorescent signal through a



US 9,228,947 B2

7

dispersive optical element, such as wedge prism 114 to direct
spectrally different signals or signal components to different
regions of the detector 118.

Signals received by the detector 118 are then recorded and
processed by a processor such as computer 120, and dis-
played in a convenient user friendly format, e.g., display 122
or printout 126 from printer 124.

More details about the layout, implementation and func-
tion of such a device in general as well as about fluorescence
based detection for DNA sequencing can be found in WO
2008/1407588 A1, WO 2009/089056 A1 and the above cited
technology backgrounder of Pacific Biosciences, to which
reference is herewith made and which details are herein incor-
porated by reference.

Typical detection signals over time and their spectra col-
lected from one observation volume at different times are
shown in FIG. 2. The four time signals recorded at each time
are taken from a different spectral channel of a multi-compo-
nent analysis of the dispersed light collected from the obser-
vation volume. In the spectral plots, the solid curves represent
reference spectra collected from each of the four fluorophores
in a calibration process. In each plot the signal curve (indi-
cated by S1 to S4) with error bars represents the photon flux
integrated over the duration of the burst as a function of
relative spectral position. The shown fluorescence bursts rep-
resent integrated burst SNR ratios between 20 and 35. Hence,
by comparing the spectrum of the measured signal with those
reference spectra the fluorophore, by which the nucleotide is
labeled and that caused the fluorescent signal, can be easily
found.

The general layout of the detector used according to the
present invention, in particular in the system shown in FIG. 1
as the detector 118, is illustrated in FIG. 3. The detector 118
comprises an array 128 of a plurality of pixels 130 arranged
along rows and columns, as, for instance, known from the
memory elements of a semiconductor memory device, e.g. a
DRAM memory device. For addressing, switching and reset-
ting purposes, i.e. for individually addressing, resetting and/
or switching individual pixels and/or individual detection
elements of the pixels, appropriate addressing and readout
means are provided as generally also known from semicon-
ductor memory technology. In particular, in the embodiment
illustrated in FIG. 3, said addressing and readout means com-
prises a row driver unit 132 and a column driver unit 134. The
row driver unit 132 particularly fulfills the function of row
selection, i.e. individually addressing the pixels and/or detec-
tion elements of a particular row within the array 128 as well
as resetting the pixels and/or detection elements within a
particular row. The column driver unit 134 particularly serves
the purpose of individually reading out the detection signals
from the individual detection elements of pixels within a
column and for converting the detection signals of detection
elements of a pixel into the single pixel output signal. If
needed, this pixel output signal can then be further processed
or outputted directly.

More details, particularly of an embodiment of the column
driver unit 134, are shown in FIG. 4. As an exemplary
embodiment it shall be assumed that a pixel 130 comprises 16
detection elements so that 16 detection signals are outputted
from said detection elements.

These detection signals are, eventually after some prepro-
cessing as will be illustrated below, outputted over a 16 line
column bus 136 (provided said particular pixel is addressed
by an appropriate addressing signal via the connected row bus
138) to the column driver unit 134. The column driver unit
134 comprises, for each column (or in a more advanced
embodiment, for each pixel), a signal conversion circuit 140
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for receiving the detection signals from all the detection ele-
ments of a pixel 130 that is currently read out (as controlled
via the row bus 138) and for generating the pixel output
signal.

The signal conversion circuit 140 comprises, in this exem-
plary embodiment, a winner take all circuit 142, a digital
conversion circuit 144 and a register 146. The winner take all
circuit 142 receives the (in this example 16) detection signals
and outputs a corresponding number of intermediate output
signals. Due to the chain reaction, as further explained below
in detail, only one of said intermediate output signals is a
signal having a high output amplitude, whereas the other
intermediate output signals have a low output amplitude.
These intermediate output signals are provided to the digital
conversion circuit 144 which converts said intermediate out-
put signals into a digital signal. For instance, in case of 16
output signals a binary 4-bit digital pixel output signal is
generated into which the information is encoded which of
said 16 intermediate output signals had the high amplitude
and which thus also indicates which of said 16 detection
elements of the pixel 130 outputted the strongest detection
signal. Said pixel output signal is then forwarded to a register
146 for storage until it can be outputted on the data output bus
148.

Within the column driver unit 134 there will be N registers
146 (in case of N columns) holding digital data. Generally,
however, only one register 146 can be read out at a time.
Hence, in a preferred embodiment an additional shift register
150 is provided which selects which register 146 to read out.
It is called a shift register because it shifts the selection point
one place every clock cycle.

FIG. 5A shows an exemplary embodiment of the main
circuitry of a single pixel 130 in a detector 118 according to
the present invention. Exemplarily, three detection elements
D1, D2, Dn are shown of the pixel 130 having in total a
number of n (e.g. 16) of those detection elements arranged
preferably along a row to receive the spectrally different
signals or signal components emanating from a single fluo-
rescent signal source as explained above. Those detection
elements D1, D2, Dn can be photodetectors.

Concentrating on the photodetector D1 for further expla-
nation, the photodetector D1 discharges its self capacitance
over a field period. The N-type MOSFET transistor T1 is a
reset switch pulsed every field period via a reset signal RS
through a reset line 152 that is preferably connected to the row
driver unit 132 (see FIG. 3). Thus, the reset switch T1 is
pulsed every field period to recharge the capacitance of the
photodiode D1.

The voltage V1 at the cathode of the photodiode T1 is
connected to the gate of P-type MOSFET transistor T2, which
acts as a voltage-to-current converter. If the photodetector D1
is receiving a lot of photons there will be more discharge, and
therefore the gate-source voltage of transistor T2 will be
larger. Therefore, it will output more current as it is biased in
its saturation region.

The output current I1 of transistor T2 is fed to the winner
take all circuit 142 by the N-type MOSFET transistor T3,
which acts as a selection switch. Said selection switch T3 is
pulsed onvia a selection signal SS through select line 154, i.e.
the selection switch T3 is pulsed on at the end of the field
period for that row of pixels and for all detection elements
within the pixels of said row. Thus, the currents 11 to In
derived from the detection signals (i.e. the voltages V1 to Vn)
generated by said photodetectors D1 to Dn are provided to the
winner take all circuit 142 in parallel over the column bus 136.
The bus lines of the column bus 136 can be separately
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switched on and off by separate bus line switches 137 which
are controlled via a bus line address bus 139.

It shall be noted that the reset line 152 and the select line
154 correspond to the row address bus 138 shown in FIG. 4.

In FIG. 5B an embodiment of the circuitry of the winner
take all circuit 142 for this column of pixels is shown, to
which said currents 11 to In are provided via the column bus
136. The winner take all circuit 142 comprises, in this exem-
plary embodiment, n pairs of N-type MOSFET transistors T4,
T5. Further, a bias current source 156 for generating and
drawing a bias current IB through the transistors T4 of all n
pairs of transistors T4, T5 is provided. This bias current IB
also sets a gate voltage for the transistor T5 which in turn sets
the current that can flow through it at a fixed value.

The pair of transistors (among the n pairs of transistors) of
the winner take all circuit 142 that has the highest input
current, i.e. to which the highest current 11 to In (i.e. the
highest luminance) is provided, then creates the highest drain
voltage on the transistor T5 whose drain is provided with the
current I1 from the associated photodiode D1. The drain of
the transistor T5 is also connected to the gate of the transistor
T4. The higher gate voltage on the transistor T4, following a
higher drain voltage caused by the highest input current, then
causes more current to flow in the transistor T4. As the current
through the transistor T4 is, however, fixed by the bias current
1B, this extra current is obtained at the expense of the other
transistors T4 of the other pairs of transistors T4, T5. There-
fore, the gate voltage of the transistor T4 of the other pairs
falls, and a chain reaction is set off, whereby all the bias
current IB must flow through only one of the transistors T4,
i.e. that one transistor T4 that has the largest current flowing
through its corresponding transistor T5. Hence, this pair is the
“winner” delivering a high intermediate output signal I11_,,
(also referred to as detector element output signal) at its
intermediate output line 160-1, whereas the other intermedi-
ate output signals In_,,, on the other intermediate output lines
160-7 have a low amplitude.

The intermediate output signals I1_, ,-In,,,, are converted to
voltage by a resistor R, and the outputs are defined digitally by
aninverter K. The resulting signal is then outputted via a pixel
output bus 162, which can have n lines in parallel or which can
be a multiplexed bus, to the bit (digital) conversion unit 144.
Therein, the output signals are converted into a digital pixel
output signal as explained above.

FIG. 6 shows another embodiment of the circuitry of a
pixel 130, according to which the winner take all circuit is part
of'the pixel itself rather than part of the column driver unit 134
as in the embodiment shown in FIGS. 4 and 5. The general
layout of the circuitry of the pixel and the winner take all
circuit is identical as in the embodiment shown in FIGS. 4 and
5. The winning current is again fed to a resistor R which
creates a voltage that is either high or low. The resistor R is
followed by an inverter K which gives a well defined high or
low. This signal drives the column on the column bus 136.

Hence, according to this embodiment there is no winner
take all circuit within the column driver unit 134. The data is
fed straight to bit conversion unit 144. This should give rapid
pixel readout, but the pixel has become more complicated
compared to the embodiment shown in FIGS. 4 and 5.

FIG. 7 shows still another embodiment according to which
both the pixel 130 and the column driver circuit 134 both have
a winner take all circuit, i.e. which is a hybrid of the embodi-
ments shown in FIGS. 4 and 5 and FIG. 6. However, the
winner take all circuit 142' in the column driver unit 134 is
now P-type, i.e. having P-type MOSFET transistors T4' and
T5', to match with the in-pixel n-type winner take all circuit
having N-type MOSFET transistors T4 and T5. This embodi-
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ment is thus a kind of trade off resulting in a simple pixel
circuitry, but also providing a fast readout. The outputs of the
winner take all circuit 142' go to bit conversion unit 144.

As the column will have a large capacitance small current
differences are not immediately transferred to the winner take
all circuit 142" in the column driver unit 134. Therefore, the
embodiment shown in FIGS. 5A and 5B may be less rapid
than is ideal. An in-pixel winner take all circuit as provided in
the embodiment shown in FIG. 6 rapidly creates a large
current difference at the pixel which initially, when trans-
ferred across the column to the winner take all circuit 142' in
the column driver unit 134, will be a small current difference.
This winner take all circuit 142" however rapidly amplifies
this small difference to create a decision more rapidly than the
circuit shown in FIGS. SA and 5B.

By the present invention high field rates can be obtained
and a large number of pixels can be simultaneously read out.
In particular, a plurality of discrete fluorescence signal
sources can be monitored. The invention thus overcomes the
limits of current detectors which are based on the CCD tech-
nology which, when applied in DNA sequencing systems, are
rapidly taken to their operating limits in terms of speed of
operation. The present invention can be applied in such DNA
sequencing systems to monitor very fast discrete fluorescent
signals. For instance, one molecule of single stranded DNA
can potentially have bases incorporated by their polymerase
at a rate of 10 to 100 per second. These events, which occur
randomly in time, can be captured by the detector according
to the present invention which has a sufficiently high readout
rate of e.g. 1 kHz. Each sequencing site will have one mol-
ecule of DNA that is processed, and the currently used num-
ber 03000 sites can be increased. The proposed in-pixel data
compression and analog-to-digital conversion enables the
detector to be built such that it will be both large in number of
pixels (i.e. can image many sequencing sites) and very fast as
the readout of digital values from a pixel on a large array can
be performed very much faster than analog data.

It shall be noted that sequencing in the context of the
present invention and its embodiments is not limited to DNA
but also relates to sequencing where the end goal is to detect
the base pairs of a nucleic acid, for example RNA, PNA,
LNA.

While the invention has been illustrated and described in
detail in the drawings and foregoing description, such illus-
tration and description are to be considered illustrative or
exemplary and not restrictive; the invention is not limited to
the disclosed embodiments. Other variations to the disclosed
embodiments can be understood and effected by those skilled
in the art in practicing the claimed invention, from a study of
the drawings, the disclosure, and the appended claims.

In the claims, the word “comprising” does not exclude
other elements or steps, and the indefinite article “a” or “an”
does not exclude a plurality. A single element or other unit
may fulfill the functions of several items recited in the claims.
The mere fact that certain measures are recited in mutually
different dependent claims does not indicate that a combina-
tion of these measured cannot be used to advantage.

Any reference signs in the claims should not be construed
as limiting the scope.

The invention claimed is:

1. A device for monitoring a plurality of discrete fluores-
cent signals, the device comprising:

a substrate having a plurality of discrete fluorescent signal

sources disposed thereon;

an excitation illumination source;

a detector for detecting fluorescent signals from the plural-

ity of fluorescent signal sources; and
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an optical train positioned to simultaneously direct excita-
tion illumination from the excitation illumination source
to said plurality of discrete fluorescent signal sources on
the substrate, and to direct fluorescent signals from the
plurality of fluorescent signal sources to the detector,

wherein said detector comprises:

a plurality of pixels for individually detecting said fluo-
rescent signals from the plurality of fluorescent signal
sources, each pixel comprising at least two detection
elements, separated and spaced apart from each other,
each detection element being arranged for detecting a
received fluorescent signal and in response thereto for
generating a detection signal, wherein the at least two
detection elements of each pixel are configured to
detect different principal wavelengths than each
other, and

a signal conversion circuit for receiving said detection
signals from said at least two detection elements and
for generating a pixel output signal for each pixel
indicating which of said at least two detection ele-
ments which are configured to detect different princi-
pal wavelengths than each other generated the stron-
gest detection signal.

2. The device of claim 1, wherein each pixel comprises at
least four detection elements.

3. The device of claim 1, wherein said signal conversion
circuit is adapted for generating a digital pixel output signal.

4. The device of claim 1, wherein said plurality of pixels are
arranged as an array along columns and rows, and wherein
said detector further comprises addressing and readout means
for individually addressing and reading out said pixel output
signals from said pixels.

5. The device of claim 4, wherein said addressing and
readout means comprises a selection switch associated with
each detection element which can be switched on and off by
use of a selection switch addressing signal for enabling the
forwarding of the output signal generated by the associated
detection element to the signal conversion circuit.

6. The device of claim 4, wherein said addressing and
readout means comprises a reset switch for each detection
element which can be switched on and off by use of a reset
signal for resetting the detection element after each detection
period.

7. The device of claim 4, wherein said addressing and
readout means comprises a voltage-to-current conversion ele-
ment associated with each detection element for converting
the detection signal of said associated detection element into
a detector current signal.

8. The device of claim 7, wherein said voltage-to-current
conversion element comprises a P-type MOSFET transistor
whose gate is coupled to the output of the associated detection
element.

9. The device of claim 1, wherein said signal conversion
circuit comprises a winner take all circuit.

10. The device of claim 9, wherein said winner take all
circuit comprises, for each connected detection element,

a first N-type MOSFET transistor, whose drain terminal is
provided with a detector current signal representing the
detection signal detected by said detection element,
whose source terminal is coupled to a reference potential
and whose gate terminal is provided with a predeter-
mined bias current (IB), and

a second N-type MOSFET transistor, whose gate terminal
is coupled to the drain terminal of the first N-type MOS-
FET transistor, whose source terminal is coupled to the
gate terminal of the first N-type MOSFET transistor and
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is provided with said predetermined bias current and
whose drain terminal is outputting a detector element
output signal.

11. The device of claim 9, wherein said winner take all
circuit is arranged external to an area of the plurality of pixels.

12. The device of claim 9, wherein said winner take all
circuit is arranged within an area of the plurality of pixels.

13. The device of claim 9, wherein for each pixel two
winner take all circuits are associated, wherein a first winner
take all circuit is arranged external to the area of the plurality
of pixels and a second winner take all circuit is arranged
within the area of the plurality of pixels.

14. The device of claim 1, wherein said optical train com-
prises an objective lens focused in a first focal plane at the
substrate, for simultaneously collecting fluorescent signals
from the plurality of fluorescent signal sources on the sub-
strate, a spectral separation means for spatially separating
spectral components of the fluorescence signals, and a focus-
ing lens for receiving the spatially separated spectral compo-
nents of the fluorescent signals and focusing them onto the
detector, wherein the optical train provides each of at least
two of the spatially separated spectral components to a cor-
responding one of the at least two detection elements of which
are configured to detect different principal wavelengths than
each other.

15. The device of claim 1, wherein each of the discrete
fluorescent signal sources emits a fluorescent signal having
one of the principal wavelengths.

16. The device of claim 1, wherein each pixel comprises
four detection elements, wherein each detection element is
configured to detect a corresponding one of four principal
wavelengths which are all different from each other, and
wherein the signal conversion circuit is configured to receive
the detection signals from the four detection elements and to
generate the pixel output signal for each pixel indicating
which of the four detection elements, which are each config-
ured to detect a different one of the four principal wavelengths
than each other, generated the strongest detection signal.

17. The device of claim 16, wherein each of the discrete
fluorescent signal sources emits a fluorescent signal having
one of the four principal wavelengths.

18. The device of claim 17, wherein said optical train
comprises:

an objective lens focused in a first focal plane at the sub-
strate, for simultaneously collecting fluorescent signals
from the plurality of fluorescent signal sources on the
substrate;

a spectral separation means for spatially separating at least
four spectral components of the fluorescence signals, at
least four of the spectral components each of the having
one of the four principal wavelengths; and

a focusing lens for receiving the spatially separated spec-
tral components of the fluorescent signals and focusing
them onto the detector, wherein the optical train pro-
vides each of the four spatially separated spectral com-
ponents to a corresponding one of the four detection
elements which are configured to detect a different one
of the four principal wavelengths than each other.

19. A detector for detecting fluorescent signals from a
plurality of fluorescent signal sources for use in a device for
monitoring a plurality of discrete fluorescent signals, said
device comprising a substrate having a plurality of discrete
fluorescent signal sources disposed thereon; an excitation
illumination source; and an optical train positioned to simul-
taneously direct excitation illumination from the excitation
illumination source to said plurality of discrete fluorescent
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signal sources on the substrate, and to direct fluorescent sig-
nals from the plurality of fluorescent signal sources to the
detector,

said detector comprising:

a plurality of pixels for individually detecting said fluo- 5
rescent signals from the plurality of fluorescent signal
sources, each pixel comprising at least two detection
elements separated and spaced apart from each other,
each detection element being arranged for detecting a
received fluorescent signal and in response thereto for 10
generating a detection signal, wherein the at least two
detection elements are configured to detect different
principal wavelengths than each other, and

a signal conversion circuit for receiving said detection
signals from said at least two detection elements and 15
for generating a pixel output signal for each pixel
indicating which of said at least two detection ele-
ments which are configured to detect different princi-
pal wavelengths than each other generated the stron-
gest detection signal. 20

20. The detector of claim 19, wherein each pixel comprises
four detection elements, wherein each detection element is
configured to detect a corresponding one of four principal
wavelengths which are all different from each other, and
wherein the signal conversion circuit is configured to receive 25
the detection signals from the four detection elements and to
generate the pixel output signal for each pixel indicating
which of the four detection elements, which are each config-
ured to detect a different one of the four principal wavelengths
than each other, generated the strongest detection signal. 30
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